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ABSTRACT
EMILY E. DANFORTH: Parity and Women’s Employment at the Turn of the 21st Century
(Under the direction of Dr. Philip N. Cohen.)
This paper answers a specific research question: whether the child effect on mothers’ employment
diverged at the turn of the 21st century such that the effect of higher order births on employment
became increasingly negative. In other words, did women with multiple children become even
less likely to work during the economic recession of the early 2000s relative to women with only
one child? I use Current Population Survey data from 1980 through 2007 to show that, indeed,
relative to women with only one child in their family, the effect on employment of having multiple
children became significantly more negative at the turn of the 21st century. The results detailed
below underscore the importance of incorporating a measure of the number of children present
when examining trends in women’s work behaviors and they indicate that there is a lot to be
learned from studying family and work behaviors during times of economic recession.
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Introduction
In 2001 a Census Bureau report announced that for the first time since 1976, the labor force
participation rates for mothers one year after giving birth had significantly declined (U.S. Bureau
of Census, 2001). This important change did not go unnoticed; two years after the Census report,
Lisa Belkin discussed mothers’ labor force participation behavior in a New York Times Magazine
article titled “The Opt-Out Revolution” (Belkin, 2003). The Belkin (2003) article and others
(e.g. Gardner, 2002; Wallis, 2004) made the argument that the employment decline in America
was something unique to mothers, especially older and professional mothers. That mothers
were increasingly choosing full-time motherhood over employment was consequently termed the
“opt-out revolution.”
Unfortunately, attribution of the employment decline to mothers, particularly older, profes-
sional mothers, has meant that the concept of the opt-out revolution has not typically been
investigated with nationally representative data (e.g. Goldin and Katz, 2008; Percheski, 2008;
Stone, 2007). When nationally representative data have been used to systematically study the
trend in women’s employment during the early 2000s, researchers have focused on the differences
in employment between mothers and non-mothers (e.g. Boushey, 2008).
There is reason to believe that dividing women into mothers and non-mothers may produce
misleading results. I conducted preliminary analyses of Census employment data and they
indicate a divergence in trends of labor force participation by parity (the number of children
women have) (See Figure 1 below).
Fig. 1: Labor Force Participation for Mothers with a Birth in the Past Year
Source: Data are from a series of Census Bureau Reports “Fertility of American Women,” report years
2004, 2002, 2000, 1998, and 1994. Data in the reports come from the Current Population Survey Fertility
Supplements
The Census data in Figure 1 show that while labor force participation rates for all mothers
decreased from 1998 to 2000, the rates for mothers with only one child actually increased between
2000 and 2002 and the rates for mothers with two or more children continued a downward trend
during the same time period. Did the general trend that inspired Belkin’s 2003 “Opt-Out
Revolution” mask an increasingly divergent “child effect” on women’s employment? In other
words, the apparently negative effect of having children on women’s employment may have been
driven by the effect of having two or more children. Figure 1 clearly illustrates that the average
labor force participation rates for mothers closely mirrors the rate for women with second or
higher order births.
The research here addresses the shortcomings of previous research in several ways. First I
investigate changes in American women’s employment with data from a large nationally repre-
sentative survey that provides comparable measures across time. Second, I decompose the trend
in employment in order to understand how much of the change can be attributed to composi-
tional changes. Finally, I go beyond studying employment differences between non-mothers and
mothers by introducing the key variable of parity. With this process I answer a specific question:
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whether the effect of children on mothers’ employment diverged between the mid-1990s and mid-
2000s such that the effect of higher order births on employment became increasingly negative.
In other words, did women with two or more children become even less likely to work during
the early 2000s relative to women with only one child? I use three contexts in which women
make decisions concerning work—economic, cultural, and social support/network—in order to
guide my selection of potentially important demographic or fertility-related variables. I focus
specifically on parity, the number of children women have, in order to better understand the
divergence in employment levels of mothers. I use data from the Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC) of the Current Population Survey (CPS) for years 1980-2007 to test the
hypothesis that in late 1990s and early 2000s American mothers had a decreasing propensity
to be employed and that the effect of having two or more children became significantly more
negative relative to having only one child.
Incorporating parity into the study of women’s labor force participation is important for
several reasons. First, significant changes in the effect of children on women’s work may in-
dicate changes in the degree to which family relationships determine work options. In terms
of gender equality issues, the links between family form and labor force participation are in-
dicators of “defamilialization” or the degree to which individual adults can uphold a socially
acceptable standard of living, independently of family relationships (Lister, 2000). A second
reason why understanding the child effect by parity is important is because the findings may
shed light on how an economic downturn—hypothesized as a cause of the decline in women’s em-
ployment (Boushey, 2008)—can differentially affect a potentially vulnerable population, women
with multiple children. Finally, parity differences have been largely neglected from the literature
regarding women’s work behavior, especially such behavior during times of economic decline.
While studies may address work patterns and the family-work balance according to the age of
children in the home (e.g. Bianchi et al., 2006; Jacobs and Gerson, 2004), studying women’s
work behavior within the context of differential patterns by parity is much rarer.
Background
One common source of skepticism towards the concept of the opt-out revolution is that at
the same time that mothers’ labor force participation declined, the participation of men and
women without children also declined (Mosisa and Hipple, 2006). In fact, as Mosisa and Hipple
(2006) point out, the declines for women and men were similar and most pronounced for those,
regardless of sex or marital status, with less than a high school education. Some economists
argue that decline could have been due to cyclical patterns or structural forces (DiCecio et al.,
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2008; Aaronson et al., 2006; Bradbury, 2005).
Heather Boushey investigated whether the decline in women’s employment in the United
States was due to mothers’ leaving the workforce in order to pursue full-time motherhood. She
was interested in whether children increasingly “caused” women to leave the workforce. However,
Boushey failed to differentiate the child effect by parity. Instead, she examined the effect of
having any number of children in the home on a mother’s employment. Similarly, in Percheski’s
(2008) study of “opting-out,” she considered what she called the “child penalty” only in terms
of the employment gap between mothers and women without coresident children and she did not
consider potentially significant changes in the “child penalty” by parity. Considering changes in
the child effect by parity is important because there are several possible reasons for us to expect
that there may have been increased differentiation in work behaviors depending on the number
of children women have since the turn of the 21st century.
Possible Mechanisms for Increased Differentiation by Parity
Here I identify several mechanisms which may potentially drive divergence in the parity
effect around the 21st century, that is, above and beyond the historically negative effect of
having (multiple) children on employment. First, there is the interaction of child care costs with
declining wages and benefits. Decreases in wages and increases in child-related expenses at the
turn of the 21st century may have led to the increasing differentiation in mothers’ work behaviors
by parity. Analysis of the American Time Use Survey indicates that mothers’ caregiving time
was positively related to the number of children and to the price of child care (Kimmel and
Connelly, 2007). In other words, mothers with more children spent more time in the home
caring for the children, and women who faced higher child care costs also spent more time in
the home caring for children. Moreover, mothers’ time use is known to be responsive to changes
in the economy and is sensitive to wages and to child care prices (Kimmel and Connelly, 2007).
According to Kimmel’s 1998 analysis of employment and childcare patterns of women in the
Survey of Income and Program Participation, working married and single mothers spent about
16% of their monthly earnings on child care. When total family income was considered, single
mothers spent nearly twice the percentage of their income on child care (Kimmel, 1998).
Because the decision to work part-time carries significant costs, mothers choosing this option
to accommodate family responsibilities may have found decreasing margins of return to their
part-time wages given the extra expenses of child care for multiple children. Bardasi and Gornick
(2008) and Gornick and Meyers (2003) investigations of the part-time wage penalty indicate that
women who work part-time in the U.S. earn approximately 20 percent less per hour than their
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full-time counterparts (Bardasi and Gornick, 2008; Gornick and Meyers, 2003). On the other
hand, it is possible that informal childcare, to the extent that it was available, may have provided
an alternative care option that did not vary in cost by the number of children in care. In this
study I control for women’s total household earnings and income excluding own income, but I
do not have information and data to control for benefits available to the women. Thus, even
controlling for household income may not reveal change in the true extent of economic strain
for women with multiple children compared to women with one child. Increasing cuts in the
availability of work-related or spouse-provided benefits may have differentially affected women
depending on the number of children they had.
A second possible reason that child effects by parity may have become more different relates
to the work-family time bind. As Hochschild (1997) has argued that women experience a “time
bind” when trying to balance work and family life. Several studies indicate that American
women have increasing demands on their time or that there is increasingly inequality in who
“has” time (Cintron, 2003; Jacobs and Gerson, 2004). Analysis of General Social Survey (GSS)
data indicates that Americans are increasingly sleeping less in order to “re-capture” time spent
on other responsibilities (Cintron, 2003). Furthermore, the majority of workers responding to
the GSS said more flexible work hours would make their lives easier and make them better able
to deal with family duties (Cintron, 2003). In other studies of Americans’ time-use, researchers
report that women have increasingly had to “multi-task” to make time for parenting, housework,
work, sleep, leisure and other activities (Bianchi, 2000; Bianchi et al., 2006). Though women’s
time spent parenting has been stable or perhaps even increased between the mid-1980s and
2000 and men’s parenting time increased during the same period, men’s parenting time did not
increase to the same level as women’s (Bianchi et al., 2006). Also, even though men’s time spent
doing housework increased between the 1980s and 2000, their time spent on housework still did
not equal that of women’s. Unfortunately, investigations of household division of labor like that
of Bianchi et al., 2006 only examine data for families by the age of their children (young children
versus older children) and do not examine the division of household and market labor by parity.
Although parents spend just as much (or perhaps more) time with their children now as they
did in the past several decades, they feel more stressed for time (Bianchi et al., 2006). Bianchi
et al. (2006) contend that the cultural ideology of what Sharon Hays (1996) calls “intensive
parenting” is more prominent today (p. 126). There is evidence to support the idea that there is
a “time divide” between women with and without children, such that there is a large gap between
mothers and women without children in the perceived level of conflict between family life and
other aspects of life (Jacobs and Gerson, 2004). Like Bianchi et al. (2006), Jacobs and Gerson
argue that the “rise in mothering standards” may come to “dominate family life and create a
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frenetic domestic pace” (p. 82). Theoretically the rise of intensive parenting stemmed from the
general decline in fertility; because families had fewer children they could (and indeed felt like
they should) invest more time in their children (Hays, 1996). The higher parenting standards,
then, is more difficult to achieve for parents with multiple children. Also, to the extent that
having multiple children indicates the presence of “older” children, parents of multiple children
may feel the strain of “ever-evolving age-specific activities” for school-aged children (Jacobs
and Gerson, 2004: 82; Stone, 2007). The increasing family responsibilities coupled with real
structural barriers to flexible employment may help explain the higher propensity of women
with multiple children to make the constrained “choice” to exit the labor force (Stone, 2007;
Hewlett and Luce, 2005). Because of the rise in parenting (mothering) expectations, women
with multiple children may be perceived as being less capable to commit to work compared
to women with only one child or to women who are child-free. During economic downturns,
employers may place increasing importance on work commitment when making hiring and firing
decisions.
A third possible reason for divergence in the child effect by parity is a shift towards new
traditionalism more generally. Cotter, Hermsen and Vanneman (2004) argue that here is evidence
of “normative shift” during the late 1990s and early 2000s in Americans attitudes on gender roles
(Cotter, Hermsen and Vanneman, 2004). They used questions on public attitudes on gender roles
from the General Social Survey to show that egalitarian attitudes towards gender roles plateaued
(or declined, depending on birth cohort) after 1994. Smith (2001) also argued that a shift
in gender role ideology occurred between 1987 and 1997, with women’s magazines portraying
working mothers in an increasingly negative light. One study found that maternal care for
children of White mothers was portrayed by media images as irreplaceable, whereas any source
of non-maternal care for children of non-White mothers was portrayed as satisfactory (Smith,
2001). In another study, a content analysis of media images portraying trends in women’s
behavior found that stay-at-home-moms were portrayed by the media in a positive light and
have been deemed “fashionable” (Kuperberg and Stone 2008: 498). The authors of the study
further argued that the woman who chooses family over career is “fast becoming a recognizable
cultural type” (Kuperberg and Stone, 2008: 498). In 2006, Charlotte Allen wrote an article
in the Los Angeles Times portraying the new cultural type described by Kuperberg and Stone
(2008). In her article, Allen (2006) argued that women who were traditional housewives seemed
to be happier than women who did not have a husband as the family’s primary breadwinner.
Though these studies revealing a potential “normative shift” towards new traditionalism do not
directly examine the links between work, fertility and new traditionalism, they at least provide
possible evidence that the new traditionalism is not only associated with women’s privileging
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motherhood over employment, but also women’s preference for more children. If there were an
ideological shift towards new traditionalism, we would expect that as the shift was underway
there would be evidence of a changing child effect by parity such that mothers employment and
fertility patterns would begin to fall in one of two groups. During the shift, new traditionalist
mothers would increasingly have high levels of fertility and low levels of labor force participation
and other mothers would increasingly have low levels of fertility and high levels of labor force
participation.
Incorporating Demographic Controls
Previous studies of a possible “opt-out revolution” have been limited by their focus to a
very small selection of mothers (e.g. older mothers with professional degrees and high levels
of work experience) or more generally by their use of data that are not repeated, nationally
representative cross-sections (e.g. Goldin and Katz, 2008; Percheski, 2008; Stone, 2007). Even
if it were demonstrated that high-achieving mothers began opting out of the labor force at the
turn of the 21st century, this does make clear whether all mothers experienced such changes in
work behaviors. If the phenomenon were limited to only high-achieving mothers, the decline in
labor force participation for mothers (or women) overall would remain unexplained.
There are many ways in which demographic characteristics are related to women’s work
behaviors. I will now discuss three different contexts in which women make decisions about
work. I use this discussion to introduce important demographic characteristics that will help
control for compositional changes in the population of women and mothers during the late 1990s
and early 2000s.
Researchers studying women’s work decisions have typically focused on three different con-
texts: economic, cultural and social support networks. Examining these three contexts will help
to identify a host of mechanisms and variables that may potentially explain how changes in
the population of women and mothers might contribute to overall trends in womens labor force
participation.
The most well-developed framework for understanding female labor force participation is
based on assumptions in economic theory about the household division of labor and invest-
ments in human capital (Becker, 1991). Major economic frameworks stemmed from the idea
that women (or families) centered fertility and work decisions on a cost benefit analysis weighing
gains to working (usually economic) against the costs. The maternal role incompatibility hypoth-
esis suggests that working women will have lower fertility than their non-working counterparts
because their roles as workers reduce families’ “productive functions” within the home (Stycos
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and Weller, 1967). At the macro-level, however, data indicate that it is the advanced industrial
societies with the highest female labor force participation that also have the highest (relatively)
levels of fertility (Rindfuss, Guzzo and Morgan, 2003). The conventional economic theory of
fertility and work draws upon the maternal role incompatibility hypothesis and stresses gender
specialization within the family, originally the specialization of men in the paid labor market
and women in unpaid reproductive and child rearing labor (Becker, 1991). Within this theory,
women invest less in marketable skills and market experience both in anticipation for their role
within the home but also because labor market inequalities further reinforce the benefits of spe-
cializing within the home (Becker, 1985). More contemporary revisions of this theory stress the
consideration of women’s increasing levels of education, growing wages, and the realization that
many of the skills required in the paid labor market of a modernized society overlap consider-
ably for men and women (Joshi, 1998). The human capital approach emphasizes the cost-benefit
analysis of work within the context of expected returns to education and experience (Wenk and
Garret, 1991). In addition to the human capital approach, others argue that having a two-earner
family diversifies the risk of stagnating wages or the loss of job for one partner and also that
with increasing life spans forgoing paid work decreases lifetime earnings (Oppenheimer, 1994 and
1997). Together these theories predict that as a woman’s earning potential increases, the higher
the cost associated with exiting paid labor and the less likely she is to permanently exit the
labor force. The theories also indicate that women’s work behaviors are influenced by the level
of family earnings other than their own (Cohen and Bianchi, 1999). In other words, women are
predicted to be more likely to specialize in unpaid reproductive labor if their partners specialize
in the paid labor market. In this study I include variables to control for the womens level of
education, relationship status, age and financial resources.
Frameworks emphasizing cultural contexts suggest that specific religious and cultural atti-
tudes concerning the appropriateness of a mother’s combining of family and work roles influence
individuals’ choices to work after childbearing. Some have argued that White women are more
likely to express the intention to remain child free than Black women (e.g. Heaton et al., 1999)
while others argue that much of this difference is a result of differential levels of education (e.g.
Yang and Morgan, 2003). In other words, racial and ethnic differences in women’s work be-
haviors may be attributable to differences in other factors like education or relgion. A different
but related concept is based on Hakim’s (2000) preference theory. According to Hakim (2000),
women can be divided into three categories depending on their preference for work or family,
which is shaped by individual-specific cultural values and characteristics. Hakim (2002) uses a
1999 British study to show that women’s attitudes and preferences were major determinants of
their fertility and work patterns in such a way that women had either “home-centered,” “work-
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centered” or “adaptive” lifestyle preferences. An analysis of the degree to which women value
motherhood indicates that while educational attainment was not associated with the importance
of motherhood for women (for both mothers and child-free women), valuing work success was
positively related to valuing motherhood (McQuillan, 2008). Several studies have indicated that
higher levels of religiosity or conservative religious beliefs are associated with higher levels of
importance of motherhood (e.g. McQuillan et al., 2008; Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell, 2007).
Finally, frameworks centered on family and social network contexts emphasize that the deci-
sion to work after childbirth may be influenced by potential care supports. Women whose family
or friends are able to help with child rearing may be more likely to work. Grandmothers’ help
with childcare, for example, may make it easier for mothers to work. Other family or house-
hold members may impose care burdens equal or greater to their care contributions (Rosenfeld,
1996). Analysis of two comparable national surveys from Great Britain and the United States
and showed that about one-third of women (aged 55-69) reported giving care to both their de-
pendent children and their parents (Grundy and Henretta, 2006). An investigation of the effects
of household extension on employment for White, Black, Mexican and Puerto Rican single moth-
ers indicates that the advantages of household extension for reducing barriers to employment
depended both on the mother’s race and her relationship to the other adult(s) in the household
(Cohen, 2002). For Black and White single mothers living in extended households was associated
with higher employment rates once characteristics like educational attainment were controlled
for (Cohen 2002). Park (2005) similarly found that housework assistance was significantly re-
lated single mothers’ employment. For the analyses in this study I include variables to control
for the womens race and ethnicity and the presence of non-working adults in the household.
Data and Methods
Data for this study are taken from the years 1980-2007 of the Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC) of the Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is a monthly survey
of about 60,000 households meant to represent the civilian non-institutionalized population 16
years and older in the U.S. I use data from the March supplement of the CPS. The survey
primarily collects information on employment statistics, but it also contains information on
work characteristics, wages, and sometimes other special topics. While the CPS was conducted
before 1980, the data from earlier waves are not directly commensurable due to changes in the
questionnaire and survey methodology. My sample consists of approximately 20-30,000 women
from each year. I analyze data for women ages 25-45 years. While I would like to have included
all women 15-45 years of age, many of the women younger than 25 years may have been enrolled
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in school and may have neither dropped out of the labor force nor opted out of the labor force
if they have not started their careers yet.
The dependent variables of interest are women’s employment status in the most recent year
before the survey and women’s labor force participation status at the time of the survey. Being
employed is coded 1 if a woman worked more than 500 hours in the year before the survey and 0
if she worked fewer than 500 hours during the year before the survey1 (Boushey, 2008). Because
employment is measured for the (calendar) year before the survey, the results presented below
will include control variables measured the year of the survey and employment based on previous
calendar year. While I use data from the 1980-2007 CPS, the results presented below are labeled
according to the employment measures (1979-2006). Being in the labor force includes women
who worked or who were searching for work at the time of the survey. In using employment
status as the dependent variable I am able to distinguish women who actually have a job, which
is important because this makes a distinction between women (often with low levels of human
capital) who are looking for a job but have not been able to attain one at the time. The labor
force participation measure would also include women who are looking for work.
The main independent variable of interest is “parity”. Typically the term “parity” indicates
the total number of children ever born to a woman. Here, parity corresponds to the number of
own children under 18 years of age living in the household and is a categorical variable in the
model with two values: 1, 2+. This measure does not include children who live elsewhere or who
have died. There is a limitation to this measure of parity, which is typical of census or census-
type data. This measure does not include children who are not the householder’s but also live
in the household. To test whether results differ depending on which children in the household
are included in the measure, I tried measuring parity in two ways: the number of own children
in the household and the number of all children under 18 years of age in the household. So at
most the analyses will measure the effect of the number of children present in the home rather
than the effect of total number of children born. This is probably a reasonable measurement if
parity matters because of time and care constraints or because of financial factors. Children in
the home have the most direct effect on those issues. If parity differences are important for work
behaviors because they signify some ideological difference (i.e. mothers with more children are
ideologically different than mothers with one or no children) then the absence of a measure for
number of children ever born to a woman may be more problematic.
I included several control variables in my models. An important control variable used is
1 Beginning in 1994 the CPS changed the way that data were collected to measure hours employed. To ensure
that the employment measure I use is consistent across waves, I make use of the recoded employment variable that
is the same across years. Also in 1994, the CPS changed the implementation of the survey to computer-assisted
interviewing for the entire survey.
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a measure of “other income.” The other income represents the total household earnings apart
from the woman’s own earnings. This variable represents the financial resources available to
women even if they did not work for pay (Cohen and Bianchi, 1999; Boushey, 2008). I created
a relationship status variable by combining women into four categories: married, never married
and single, previously married and single (separated, divorced or widowed with no unmarried
partner), and cohabiting (either never married, separated, divorced or widowed but also living
with an unmarried partner). I use married women as the reference category. For years 1995-2007
a direct measure of cohabitation is available, but before 1995 the CPS did not contain a direct
question about unmarried partnership. To indirectly estimate cohabitation for individuals in the
1980-1994 CPS, I use the adjusted POSSLQ measure as developed by Casper and Cohen (2000).
Educational credentials were measured with three dummy variables: high school dropout, high
school graduate only, some college or more. I exclude the some college or more category to be
used as the reference category. I also controlled for the women’s race and ethnicity and include
dummy variables for women who are non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, or Other race non-Hispanic.
Non-Hispanic White women are used as the reference category. To control for the presence of
non-working adults in the household, I created a dummy variable with a value of 1 for women
who live with at least one non-working adult and 0 otherwise. I define a non-working adult as
any person 18 years or older who not employed full- or part-time at the time of the survey. I
also control for the sample person’s age and region of residence.
The first part of my approach is to display trends in the proportion of women employed
each year by parity. Then estimate the probability of a woman’s being employed using a logit
model that is run separately by year. I include the control variables and the parity variable. As
mentioned previously, I run the model using the various combinations of the dependent variables
(employment vs. labor force participation) and parity (family parity vs. household parity). I
present only the results for the employment dependent variable and the family parity variable,
though the substantive results from all models are very similar.
In order to complete a decomposition of the employment trend I compare years 1979 and
2006. For 1979 and 2006, then, I calculate the child effect by parity on a woman’s predicted
probability of being employed, first by holding all other variables at their mean values (for 2006
I use the mean parity from 1980). I try an alternative method, a microsimulation, to calculate
the predicted probability of being employed by parity in 1979 and 2006 holding constant the
1979 parity composition2 . By using a microsimulation method rather than holding all other
variables at their mean I make use of the observed data and do not assume “typical values” for
the covariates. I then present the results of the decomposition.
2 For an example using the microsimulation method see Van Wey, 2004
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The final step of analysis is to compare the coefficients for the child effect by parity over time
in order to test whether there is equality across the years of data. To do this I will use a test
that compares the coefficients from two seemingly unrelated models. I use this test to calculate
significant differences in the 2+ child effect (relative to 1 child) coefficients from year-to-year as
well as between peak and trough values of the effect.
Using these data and methods, I cannot definitively determine the causal order of fertility
and work decisions and outcomes and I cannot test which causal mechanisms are at work to
produce the results. But, in fact I do not aim to do so. I aim to determine if the effect of having
children became increasingly negative on employment during the early 2000s and I also aim to
determine whether having more than one child on a mother’s employment became significantly
more negative compared to having only one child. While it would be ideal to understand the
causal mechanisms that may potentially induce a divergence of the child effect, doing that is
beyond the scope of this paper.
Analysis and Results
Examining the mean values for the variables in my analysis shows that the composition of
American women changed quite a bit under the 27 years of analysis. For the sake of saving
space, I present the mean values for the variables for every five years considered in the analysis.
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Table 1: Characteristics of Women Aged 25-45 for Selected Years (In percentages unless otherwise noted)
1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005
Number of Respondents (Total) 26,810 26,233 27,159 25,257 21,528 33,485
Employed more than 500hrs in the Previous Year 61.90 65.96 71.47 71.30 74.49 71.18
Age (Median) 33 34 34 35 36 36
Parity
0 Children in Family 26.86 31.00 33.95 33.73 34.66 28.73
1 Child in Family 22.69 24.50 24.03 23.42 23.05 24.55
2+ Children in Family 50.46 44.50 42.03 42.85 42.28 46.72
Proportion with At Least One
Child Under 6 Years Present in
Family
30.93 30.91 30.80 30.48 28.90 30.58
Mean Other Income (2007 USD) 41,653 41,770 43,345 41,301 46,796 48,196
Educational Attainment
Less than High School 18.37 14.62 12.55 11.35 10.90 11.09
High School Graduate or
Some College
62.86 63.67 63.69 63.51 60.81 57.11
College Graduate 18.77 21.70 23.76 25.14 28.29 31.81
Relationship Status
Married 72.99 68.47 66.34 64.64 63.83 62.36
Cohabiting 2.50 3.39 4.74 3.78 4.98 5.85
Previously Married,
Single
14.46 15.50 14.56 15.15 13.45 13.03
Never Married, Single 10.05 12.65 14.36 16.43 17.75 18.76
Race & Ethnicity
non-Hispanic White 80.11 77.47 75.51 72.44 68.49 64.08
non-Hispanic Black 11.59 12.09 12.47 13.51 13.63 13.55
Hispanic 5.90 7.26 8.32 10.37 12.44 15.37
non-Hispanic Other 2.40 3.18 3.71 3.69 5.45 7.01
Source: Selected Years of the Current Population Survey’s Annual Social and Economic Supplement
Note: The values displayed above are calculated using weights
In Table 1 we can see that the population of American women aged 25-45 became more
educated over time. In 1980, only 19% of the women were college graduates, whereas in 2005,
32% of the women were college graduates. There were also major changes in the racial and ethnic
composition of American women 25-45 years old. In 1980, approximately 80% of the women
were non-Hispanic White while in 2005, only 64% of the sample was made up of non-Hispanic
White women. Table 1 also indicates that, compared to 1980, a smaller proportion of women
were married and a larger proportion were never-married or cohabiting in 2005. These large
compositional differences between the population in 1980 and 2005 underscore the importance
of analyzing women’s work behaviors with a representative data set controlling for demographic
factors.
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Fig. 2: Unadjusted Proportion of Women 25-45 Employed by Parity
Figure 2 displays the unadjusted proportions of the samples that were employed by the
number of coresident children in their family. The proportion of women with no children who
were employed declined from 83% in 2000 to 79% in 2004—approximately a four percentage
point decline in the course of four years. The proportion employed for women with only one
child declined from a peak of 77% in 2000 to 74% in 2004—approximately a three percentage
point decline. Women with two or more children in the family experienced a four percentage
point decline in the proportion employed between 2000 and 2004. Figure 2 also illustrates the
striking differences in the historical trajectories of employment by parity levels. Women with
children, particularly women with two or more children saw amazing employment gains over
the 27 years of analysis. The proportion employed for women with only one child in the family
increased by ten percentage points from 1979 to 2006; the increase for women with two or more
children was an 14 percentage points. The difference in the proportion of women with no children
employed between 1979 and 2006 is -1 percentage point. In other words, a smaller proportion of
women with no children were employed in 2006 than in 1979.
I will now present the results of the decomposition analysis. In order to understand what
proportion of the change in employment between 1979 and 2006 was due to changes in parity
composition, I used the microsimulation method to calculate the predicted probability of being
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employed in 1979 and in 2006. I then calculated the predicted probability of being employed in
2006 holding constant the 1979 parity composition. Using the microsimulation method I found
that the predicted probability of being employed in 1979 was about 61.5% and in 2006 it was
about 69.2%. If the women in 2007 had the same parity composition as in 1980, the predicted
probability of employment would be about 69.1%—only one-tenth of a percentage point difference
from the predicted probability without holding constant the 1980 parity composition. While the
decomposition indicates that variation in the parity composition may not have had a large impact
on the overall trend in women’s employment, changes in the parity effects (the coefficients) have
not yet been investigated. I now move on to present results related to the regression coefficients.
For tables displaying the logistic regression coefficients for the model of employment regressed
on the family parity measure3 as well as the demographic control variables for selected years,
please consult the Appendix. Because there were a total of 28 models run for each combination
of the dependent variables and the parity variables, I include only models for the employment-
family parity combination of variables.4 The results of the series of regression models indicate
that generally, the parity variables, the presence of a young child, age, other income, educational
credentials, relationship status and region are practically significant, that is, the magnitude
of their effect is substantial. The coefficients for the presence of a non-working adult in the
household, and race/ethnicity hover around zero (though the magnitude of the non-working
adult coefficients does seem to increase during recession years) . To give the reader some idea of
the size of the effect for the control variables, I will interpret select coefficients. In 2006 the young
child effect was -.609 (.544 exponentiated), indicating that in 2006 women with a young child in
the family had odds of being employed that were 45.6% the odds for women who did not have
any young children, all else equal. Also in 2006 the coefficient for non-Hispanic Black women was
0.145 (1.156 exponentiated). The value of that coefficient indicates the odds of a non-Hispanic
Black woman being employed were 1.156 times as great as the odds for a non-Hispanic White
woman in 2007, all else equal.
Now I will present the results for the analysis of the trend in the 2+ children coefficient
over time. While I realize that comparing the logistic regression coefficients across equations (or
groups) is potentially problematic (Allison 1999), I believe that the results presented here are
valid. To ensure that there was not unequal residual variation across coefficients, I employed a
method developed by Hoetker (2004; 2007)5 . The Hoetker method uses Monte Carlo simulations
to offer an analytic approach for to address and implement Allison’s (1999) proposed test for
3 The family parity measure is the number of own children under 18 years of age living in the household
4 Tables with the coefficients and standard errors for each of the other three runs are available upon request.
5 I also employed other methods for assessing the validity of the results. For a more detailed outline, refer to
the Appendix
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detecting differences in unobserved heterogeneity and differences in underlying coefficients. I
used the Hoetker method to compare the coefficients from each pair of years (e.g. 1979 model
compared to 1980 model, 1980 model compared to 1981 model, etc.). In the Appendix I present
the Chi-squared and p-values for each test of the null hypothesis that there is equal residual
variation.
Figure 3 displays the logistic regression coefficient for the effect of having two or more children
in the family on employment relative to those women who have only one child in the family
holding constant the all of the demographic control factors. The figure also displays a polynomial
trend line fitted over the coefficients and the R2 value associated with the trend line.
Fig. 3: The Effect of Having 2+ Children in the Family on Log-Odds of Employment, Relative to Having
1 Child Only
While the logistic regression coefficient has fluctuated across time, there seems to be an
upward trend from the mid-80s through the turn of the 21st century. The upward trend indicates
that the effect of having two or more children on employment was becoming less negative and
more similar to the effect of having only one child, holding other demographic characteristics
constant. There is evidence of a sustained reversal or at least a stalling in the overall trend
between 2000 and 2006. The logistic regression coefficient for the 2+ child effect in 2000 was -
0.35 (or exponentiated 0.70) while the coefficient for the effect in 2006 was -0.50 (or exponentiated
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0.61). This indicates that in 2000 women with two or more children in the family had odds of
being employed that were 30% lower than the odds for women with one child, holding all other
characteristics constant. In 2006 women with two or more children in their family had odds of
being employed that were 39% lower than the odds for women with only one child. I calculated
whether the difference in the logistic regression coefficient for the 2+ child effect was significantly
lower in 2006 compared to 2000. The test results in a chi-square value of 6.90 and a p-value of
0.0086, indicating that the difference in coefficients is statistically significant at the alpha=0.01
level. While there are several dramatic drops in the coefficient during other recession periods,
the decline between 2000 and 2006 is the only example where four of the six years exhibit a
decrease in the coefficient. To understand whether the coefficient for 2000 influenced the shape
of the overall trend, I removed that data point from the series and recalculated the trend line.
Even without 2000, the overall trend of for the data analyzed appeared to indicate there was an
inflection point in the 2+ child effect around the turn of the 21st century.
Discussion and Conclusion
The research detailed in this paper has revealed several important findings. The descriptive
statistics indicate, from 1979 to 2006 there was an overall shift in the distribution of women
such that more 25-45 year old American women did not live with a child in 2006 than in 1980.
However, even in 2006 women with two or more children in their family made up roughly 41.81%
of the sample. This statistic illustrates the concept that any trend in the employment or labor
force participation of women overall largely reflects a trend for mothers of multiple children.
The results detailed above underscore the importance of incorporating a measure of the
number of children present when examining trends in women’s work behaviors. The results
show that the overall trend of major employment or labor force gains for mothers stalled after
2000. This is not to say, however, that there was evidence of a work-slowdown after 2000 that
was particular to American women with children. Instead, the results indicate that there is no
evidence to support the concept of the opt-out revolution. That is to say that I, like others
(e.g. Boushey, 2008), found no indication that the decline in American women’s employment
(or labor force participation) was due to behaviors unique to women with children. In fact, as
demonstrated above, the decline in the predicted probability of employment for women with no
children was actually more dramatic than the decline for women with children.
The primary research goal for this analysis was to understand whether there was increased
differentiation in employment patterns among mothers by the number of children they had. This
results indicated that, indeed, relative to women with only one child in their family, the effect
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on employment of having two or more children became significantly more negative between 2000
and 2006. In other words, women with two or more children “suffered” more intense employment
declines between 2000 and 2006 relative to women with only one child. These research findings
indicate that differentiation of mothers by parity is warranted and that a simple distinction
between mothers and non-mothers may mask important differences in women’s work behaviors.
The stalling of employment rates for American mothers after the turn of the 21st century
is curious particularly because it occurred at the same time as the American total fertility rate
steadily increased. In the years after 2000, American women were working less and having
more children (compared to 2000) (OECD, 2008). The research methods employed in this paper
cannot determine the causal mechanisms driving the downward differentiation in employment
by parity. On the other hand, the results raise the question of whether there is evidence of a
shift towards new traditionalism in America after 2000.
A cultural shift towards new traditionalism is just one of several potential mechanism behind
the downward differentiation of work behaviors by parity. Another possibility is the interaction
of women’s wages and the costs of caring for children such that changes in women’s wages during
the economic downturn made it more difficult to pay for care for two or more children. Another
potential scenario is that employers executed job cuts in such a way that favored women who
had fewer children (i.e. employers linked having fewer children with better employees to keep
during the tenuous economic times).
In answering the research question posed at the beginning of this paper, this research has
raised several additional questions for future research. First, when controlling for demographic
factors, women with no children saw minimal gains in employment between 1979 and 2006. Fu-
ture research should investigate why employment for women who are child-free exhibited such
minimal gains. Second, this research has indicated that women with two or more children ex-
perienced steeper declines in the probability of being employed relative to women with only one
child. Future research should investigate the mechanisms that drive downward differentiation in
the parity effect after 2000. One key goal for demographers studying women’s work behaviors is
to understand the mechanisms and causal ordering which link work decisions and family behav-
iors like fertility (Brewster and Rindfuss, 2000). The goal of this paper was not to determine the
causal mechanisms influencing the employment decline, but with that said, the results presented
here cannot be fully understood unless future research investigates the mechanisms at play. Fur-
thermore, the findings from this study reveal a consistent reaction of mothers work behaviors to
times of economic recession, indicating that future research on the relationship between family
and work behaviors and changing macro-economic conditions is warranted and that the relation-
ship may vary depending on family form (e.g. the number of children in the family). With an
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economic crisis upon us, understanding how changes and responses in American women’s work
behaviors is ever more critical.
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APPENDIX
Table 2: Logistic Regression Results for the Log Odds of Employment by Year Employed (1979–1984)
1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984
Age -0.0232 -0.0225 -0.0187 -0.0197 -0.0223 -0.0248
Parity (Family)
Parity 0 0.288 0.364 0.299 0.342 0.232 0.294
Parity 1 - - - - - -
Parity 2 -0.518 -0.494 -0.503 -0.438 -0.500 -0.573
Non-Working Adult Present -0.133 -0.160 -0.09 -0.228 -0.167 -0.07
Child Under 6 Present -0.973 -0.906 -0.893 -0.860 -0.860 -0.777
Ln(Other Income) -0.200 -0.177 -0.166 -0.167 -0.126 -0.119
Educational Attainment
Less Than H.S. -1.122 -1.172 -1.220 -1.341 -1.408 -1.356
H.S. Grad or Some College -0.403 -0.366 -0.383 -0.424 -0.481 -0.442
B.A. or More - - - - - -
Relationship Status
Married - - - - - -
Never Married, Single 0.01 -0.1 0.04 0.01 -0.02 -0.07
Previously Married, Single 0.448 0.254 0.275 0.169 0.235 0.424
Cohabiting 0.519 0.351 0.367 0.293 0.13 0.232
Region
Northeast - - - - - -
Midwest 0.231 0.158 0.132 0.04 0.0939 0.155
South 0.154 0.190 0.130 0.150 0.106 0.189
West 0.129 0.163 0.182 0.143 0.04 0.175
Race & Ethnicity
non-Hispanic White - - - - - -
non-Hispanic Black 0.280 0.241 0.186 0.207 0.131 0.159
Hispanic 0.08 0.02 0.0871 -0.03 0.02 0.06
non-Hispanic Other 0.147 0.09 0.146 -0.05 0.04 -0.02
Constant 4.236 3.960 3.729 3.935 3.674 3.549
Observations 23,101 23,168 21,069 21,467 21,696 22,073
Note: The values displayed above are calculated without using weights
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Table 3: Logistic Regression Results for the Log Odds of Employment by Year Employed (1985–1990)
1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990
Age -0.0211 -0.0178 -0.0197 -0.0168 -0.0190 -0.0161
Parity (Family)
Parity 0 0.280 0.310 0.242 0.317 0.263 0.262
Parity 1 - - - - - -
Parity 2 -0.570 -0.536 -0.482 -0.531 -0.527 -0.522
Non-Working Adult Present -0.180 -0.140 -0.189 -0.778 -0.187 -0.184
Child Under 6 Present -0.774 -0.755 -0.768 -0.860 -0.783 -0.687
Ln(Other Income) -0.106 -0.122 -0.114 -0.106 -0.141 -0.110
Educational Attainment
Less Than H.S. -1.424 -1.455 -1.461 -1.519 -1.505 -1.369
H.S. Grad or Some College -0.478 -0.428 -0.457 -0.425 -0.530 -0.432
B.A. or More - - - - - -
Relationship Status
Married - - - - - -
Never Married, Single -0.01 -0.08 0.01 -0.125 -0.1 -0.122
Previously Married, Single 0.344 0.215 0.255 0.123 0.130 0.332
Cohabiting 0.366 0.219 0.351 0.149 0.05 0.186
Region
Northeast - - - - - -
Midwest 0.04 0.05 0.129 0.187 0.155 0.140
South 0.142 0.147 0.204 0.157 0.185 0.05
West 0.0873 0.04 0.188 0.120 0.114 0.05
Race & Ethnicity
non-Hispanic White - - - - - -
non-Hispanic Black 0.174 0.281 0.128 0.142 0.08 -0.01
Hispanic -0.0906 -0.08 -0.107 -0.05 -0.118 -0.174
non-Hispanic Other 0.01 -0.03 -0.230 -0.211 -0.207 -0.323
Constant 3.557 3.618 3.660 3.379 4.115 3.642
Observations 22,123 22,075 22,235 20,703 22,843 22,755
Note: The values displayed above are calculated without using weights
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Table 4: Logistic Regression Results for the Log Odds of Employment by Year Employed (1991–1996)
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996
Age -0.0132 -0.0134 -0.0139 -0.0107 -0.00711 -0.0145
Parity (Family)
Parity 0 0.239 0.301 0.168 0.131 0.07 -0.02
Parity 1 - - - - - -
Parity 2 -0.472 -0.419 -0.518 -0.473 -0.486 -0.478
Non-Working Adult Present -0.252 -0.164 -0.163 -0.01 -0.174 -0.147
Child Under 6 Present -0.741 -0.751 -0.730 -0.649 -0.760 -0.760
Ln(Other Income) -0.0932 -0.104 -0.0710 -0.0455 -0.0598 -0.0465
Educational Attainment
Less Than H.S. -1.466 -1.540 -1.565 -1.372 -1.425 -1.528
H.S. Grad or Some College -0.428 -0.529 -0.494 -0.394 -0.393 -0.421
B.A. or More - - - - - -
Relationship Status
Married - - - - - -
Never Married, Single -0.167 -0.335 -0.253 -0.08 -0.1 -0.135
Previously Married, Single 0.255 0.03 0.11 0.130 0.234 0.210
Cohabiting 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.230 0.165 0.07
Region
Northeast - - - - - -
Midwest 0.250 0.226 0.194 0.292 0.320 0.214
South 0.189 0.0868 0.02 0.173 0.07 0.02
West 0.115 0.0877 0.0882 0.167 0.05 0.02
Race & Ethnicity
non-Hispanic White - - - - - -
non-Hispanic Black 0.1 0.04 -0.1 -0.112 0.03 0.03
Hispanic -0.140 -0.200 -0.269 -0.209 -0.140 -0.134
non-Hispanic Other -0.317 -0.202 -0.336 -0.265 -0.226 -0.233
Constant 3.368 3.470 3.277 2.489 2.800 3.029
Observations 22,452 22,182 21,252 20,989 18,342 18,418
Note: The values displayed above are calculated without using weights
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Table 5: Logistic Regression Results for the Log Odds of Employment by Year Employed (1997–2002)
1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002
Age -0.0102 -0.0116 -0.00641 -0.00826 -0.00197 0.00193
Parity (Family)
Parity 0 0.01 0.07 0.03 0.05 -0.01 -0.0761
Parity 1 - - - - - -
Parity 2 -0.443 -0.452 -0.430 -0.350 -0.457 -0.501
Non-Working Adult Present -0.123 -0.151 -0.228 -0.241 -0.282 -0.260
Child Under 6 Present -0.726 -0.729 -0.692 -0.755 -0.745 -0.674
Ln(Other Income) -0.0793 -0.106 -0.0800 -0.126 -0.175 -0.149
Educational Attainment
Less Than H.S -1.442 -1.350 -1.348 -1.268 -1.308 -1.171
H.S. Grad or Some College -0.465 -0.419 -0.387 -0.262 -0.322 -0.237
B.A. or More - - - - - -
Relationship Status
Married - - - - - -
Never Married, Single 0.06 -0.05 -0.002 0.03 0.02 -0.122
Previously Married, Single 0.149 0.141 0.141 0.367 0.154 0.09
Cohabiting 0.211 0.381 0.316 0.306 0.252 0.313
Region
Northeast - - - - - -
Midwest 0.202 0.149 0.241 0.246 0.251 0.209
South -0.02 -0.06 0.04 0.07 -0.0763 -0.0807
West -0.06 -0.05 -0.002 0.04 -0.03 -0.02
Race & Ethnicity
non-Hispanic White - - - - - -
non-Hispanic Black 0.05 0.164 0.209 0.174 0.183 0.165
Hispanic -0.117 -0.132 -0.05 -0.05 -0.03 -0.111
non-Hispanic Other -0.260 -0.313 -0.187 -0.327 -0.235 -0.326
Constant 3.202 3.523 3.039 3.523 3.986 3.440
Observations 18,087 18,030 18,040 17,117 30,199 29,400
Note: The values displayed above are calculated without using weights
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Table 6: Logistic Regression Results for the Log Odds of Employment by Year Employed (2003–2006)
2003 2004 2005 2006
Age -0.00004 0.00024 0.00133 0.00201
Parity (Family)
Parity 0 -0.106 -0.0945 -0.01 -0.103
Parity 1 - - - -
Parity 2 -0.467 -0.424 -0.425 -0.502
Non-Working Adult Present -0.166 -0.378 -0.290 -0.426
Child Under 6 Present -0.704 -0.664 -0.624 -0.609
Ln(Other Income) -0.158 -0.125 -0.136 -0.134
Educational Attainment
Less Than H.S. -1.248 -1.277 -1.438 -1.285
H.S. Grad or Some College -0.305 -0.336 -0.391 -0.341
B.A. or More - - - -
Relationship Status
Married - - - -
Never Married, Single -0.115 0.01 -0.127 -0.05
Previously Married, Single 0.154 0.131 0.02 0.03
Cohabiting 0.251 0.319 0.296 0.384
Region
Northeast - - - -
Midwest 0.267 0.189 0.281 0.340
South -0.03 -0.0878 -0.004 0.116
West 0.02 -0.0808 0.0006 0.112
Race & Ethnicity
non-Hispanic White - - - -
non-Hispanic Black 0.218 0.123 0.147 0.145
Hispanic -0.150 -0.100 -0.0937 -0.125
non-Hispanic Other -0.246 -0.306 -0.214 -0.231
Constant 3.495 3.366 3.330 3.378
Observations 28,443 27,685 27,145 26,554
Note: The values displayed above are calculated without using weights
As mentioned above, I used several different methods to ensure that presenting the 2+ child
effect coefficients for each year was reasonable6 . First, I re-ran all models using linear probability
instead of logistic regression because, as Allison (1999) points out, linear models do not suffer
the potential problems associated with unequal residual variation between coefficients for two
different groups. The results from the linear probability models were strikingly similar to the
logistic regression results presented here. I compared the difference in the predicted probability
of being employed by parity for the logistic regression equations to the predicted probabilities for
the linear models and the largest difference was a difference of 3.8 percentage points in 1988 for
women with no children. The average difference for all coefficient comparisons was 1 percentage
point. A second step I took was to sum the absolute value of the logistic regression coefficients
6 Detailed tables, figures and data from each of these steps are available upon request
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for each year and compare the sum across years in order to assess the stability of the measure.
The sums were relatively stable across the 27 year period. As mentioned above in the Analysis
and Results section, I also employed the Hoetker method for determining whether there was
equal residual variation across years. Below are a table of the results from using the Hoetker
method.
Table 7: Chi-Squared and P-Values for the Hoetker Method
Equation Years Compared Chi-Squared Value P-Value
1979 & 1980 1.43 0.2325
1980 & 1981 0.11 0.7415
1981 & 1982 0.05 0.8242
1982 & 1983 0.50 0.4778
1983 & 1984 0.43 0.5097
1984 & 1985 0.51 0.4760
1985 & 1986 0.17 0.6774
1986 & 1987 1.17 0.2795
1987 & 1988 1.67 0.1956
1988 & 1989 0.57 0.4500
1989 & 1990 2.61 0.1063
1990 & 1991 0.16 0.6867
1991 & 1992 0.01 0.9360
1992 & 1993 0.14 0.7081
1993 & 1994 9.49 0.0021
1994 & 1995 2.30 0.1296
1995 & 1996 0.42 0.5193
1996 & 1997 0.77 0.3787
1997 & 1998 0.03 0.8583
1998 & 1999 1.59 0.2070
1999 & 2000 0.05 0.8196
2000 & 2001 0.82 0.3656
2001 & 2002 3.61 0.0575
2002 & 2003 0.08 0.7743
2003 & 2004 1.07 0.3020
2004 & 2005 1.22 0.2693
2005 & 2006 0.84 0.3597
Note: Testing the null hypothesis that there is equal residual varia-
tion across equations
The only comparisons which provided evidence for the rejection of the null hypothesis of equal
residual variation across equations were the 1993 & 1994 and the 2001 & 2002 comparisons. As
noted above in the Data and Methods section 1994 was the year of some important methodological
changes to the CPS, so it was expected that comparison of the 1993 & 1994 years might violate
the assumption of equal residual variation. The results for the 2001 & 2002 comparison were
also not surprising given that changes were made to increase the CPS sample size beginning in
2002. To ensure that reporting the 2+ parity coefficient for 1994 and 2002 in Figure 3 above
was still reasonable, I used the Hoetker method to test whether there were significant differences
between the pairs of years (i.e. 1993 & 1994, 2001 & 2002) for all coefficients and for the 2+
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parity coefficient in particular. For both comparisons I failed to reject the null hypothesis that
all coefficients were the same. When testing for the 2+ parity coefficient specifically I again
failed to reject the null hypothesis that the coefficients were the same. It is for those reasons
that I feel confident in the results presented in the sections above.
xiii
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